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Hands are not for hitting. This is a familiar moral principle of a general kind. Parents say
it firmly and laws encode it with relatively little grey area. But what (if anything)
underwrites such a principle, and do we really need it? Enter the ongoing conversation
between particularism and generalism in contemporary metaethics. What is this
conversation really about? Mark Schroeder has characterized it as ‘notoriously obscure’
(Schroeder 2009, 568). Jamie Dreier has remarked that it is hard to even formulate the
key positions without vagueness, ‘in part because it has not been altogether clear in the
contemporary dispute over particularism just what is at stake’ (Dreier 2006, xxii). In this
paper, I argue that what is at stake in this dispute are our deeply embedded practices of
codification – our shared moral architecture.
The paper proceeds as follows: I begin with preliminary sketches of the positions.
I show that there are at least two possible ways of setting up the opposition between
them, and suggest that we can make a non-arbitrary choice between those two frames. In
Section 2, I consider the reasons-first frame, and argue that it leads to deadlock. In
Section 3, I consider the practice-first frame, and argue that it is a more promising avenue
forward – in fact, taking the practice-first frame offers a compelling set of reasons to
accept generalism. In Section 4, I develop the idea of moral architecture.
1

The Basic Terrain (Is Not So Basic)

Particularism is roughly the view that no principles are necessary for moral thought and
discourse, and that the appeal to such principles might even be a bad thing. Particularism
in contemporary metaethics is not one view but a cluster of views, all of which hold that
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mature moral thought and reasoning do not rely on the use of general moral principles.2
Jonathan Dancy gives the following nutshell expression of the central commitment of
particularism: ‘Moral thought, moral judgment, and the possibility of moral distinctions –
none of these depends in any way on the provision of a suitable supply of moral
principles’ (Dancy 2004, 5).
Varieties of particularism include Dancy’s strong version. In his 1993 Moral
Reasons, Dancy argued that the use of principles in moral reasoning is not only
unnecessary but actually pernicious: ‘generalism is the cause of many bad moral
decisions, made in the ill-judged and unnecessary attempt to fit what we are to say here to
what we have said on another occasion’ (Dancy 1993, 64). David McNaughton has
expressed a similar stance, stating that moral principles are ‘at best useless and at worst a
hindrance’ (McNaughton 1988, 191). Dancy’s 2004 Ethics Without Principles is
generally less vehement, but still contains moments where principles are described as not
only unnecessary, but actually harmful to good moral reasoning.
A more moderate version of particularism is developed by Mark Lance and
Maggie Little, who acknowledge the existence of moral generalities and the possible
utility of defeasible generalizations which are ‘fundamentally explanatory and
fundamentally porous’. They nonetheless maintain that ‘the “moral valence” of [reasongiving] features carry to their respective situations’ can be ‘switched from their more
familiar mode, and in ways that cannot be helpfully codified’ (Lance & Little 2007,
150).3
In sum: particularism affirms the freedom of moral reasoning from any necessary
grounding in principles, with the nature of moral reasoning and the processes of moral
learning in need of further clarification.
Generalism is roughly the view that principles are necessary (in some sense) for
moral thought and discourse. As with particularism, generalism is not a singular position,
but a cluster of views. It is perhaps more challenging to give a snappy slogan for
generalism – in part because, as Schroeder has pointed out, until recently ‘no one set out
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to defend generalism as such’ (Schroeder 2009, 579). The position has not gone
undefended because it is uninhabited; rather, enough normative ethicists endorse
accounts that offer action guidance via principles to have made the metaethical defense
perhaps seem unnecessary. However, those who are de facto practicing generalists
disagree with each other about the content and nature of the principles in question. It has
also not been altogether clear what sense of ‘necessity’ is to be understood as applying to
the necessity of such principles.
Among the cluster of generalist views, the strongest form is strict subsumptive
generalism. Subsumptive generalists are those who claim that what it is for an act to be
moral is that it can be subsumed under an exceptionless general principle – on this
understanding, Kant would be the ur-generalist. Among contemporary generalists, Brad
Hooker articulates a pluralist generalist account which he calls ‘Rossian generalism’,
which ‘holds that morality is composed of an irreducible plurality of principles that do
not come in a strict order of priority’ (Hooker 2000, 2).
It would also be a recognizably generalist position to emphasize the epistemic
need for such principles, or a practical need (reflected in some feature of our
contemporary contexts of moral reasoning, but which we could well imagine being
otherwise). So the strict subsumptive and pluralist views can be contrasted with what we
might call regulative generalism – the view that it is not morality itself, but our epistemic
capacities and limitations, that necessitate our commitment to principles. Sean McKeever
and Michael Ridge may be understood as having a view of this kind. They defend
generalism as a prescriptive thesis, arguing that principles are guides in moral thought
and discourse, guides which occupy a prominent role in our practices that cannot be
supplanted by particularist discernment (McKeever & Ridge 2006, 177-8).4
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In sum: generalism affirms that moral thought and judgment requires the
provision of general principles, with the nature of the requirement – constitutive,
epistemic, or practical – in need of further clarification.
These, then, are the two camps. But what is the disputed terrain? As Little
observes,
In some cases, the point of discussion has been to emphasize how important it is
to attend to the nuances and contextual details of a case before applying any more
norms, rules, or principles to it. But in a number of discussions, the point has
been to question the idea that there are any moral norms, rules, or principles
capable of codifying the moral landscape. (Little 2000: 276)
This makes it clear how Dreier arrived at the observation that it is hard to see what is at
stake here – there is more than one thing that has been taken to be the point. With this
challenge in view, it is to the task of framing the debate constructively that I now turn.
1.1

One Debate, Two Frames

Complex debates have multiple hinges, and we can frame the opposition between
competing accounts differently based on which considerations are given explanatory
priority. In the case of the dispute between particularists and generalists, there are (at
least) two ways of setting the frame, because there are (at least) two explanatory foci:
reasons and practices. Which is taken as the explanatory focal point will influence, if not
outright determine, how an inquiry into the necessity of principles unfolds. It may be
objected that the distinction between reasons and practices is really between reasons and
reasoning, and consequently not much of a distinction at all, so it will be helpful to
disambiguate the two frames in a preliminary way – although the best evidence that the
two approaches are truly distinct is the differences in how they play out with respect to
their arguments for particularism and generalism.
The focus on reasons truly is on reasons themselves: their nature and their status.
To begin with reasons is to begin with the metaphysics of metaethics, to treat the most
important question as one concerning fundamental entities. On such a view, reasons are
the appropriate explanatory focal point because they are taken as the basic unit in the
ontological sense: reasons do not break down any further into component parts. When
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considering moral principles from the reasons-first point of view, the question is what a
reason would need to be like to secure such principles, and whether there are any reasons
of that kind.
The focus on practices can include practices that involve reasoning, but need not
be limited to only such practices. To begin with practices is to reject the metaphysics-first
approach to metaethics, to treat the most important question as one concerning the
effective moral thought, talk, deliberation, and decision of people working at living
together. It is to deny that there is a practice-independent realm that is properly regarded
as fundamental. On such a view, practices are the appropriate explanatory focal point
because they are the basic unit in the practical sense: practices in fact govern and
structure the shared functions of moral life.5 Practices need to be explained (or explained
away) because we have them. When considering moral principles from the practice-first
point of view, the question is what kind or kinds of practices are extant in moral life,
whether at least some of them are shaped or constituted by principles, and whether such
principled practices stand in need of vindication or improvement.
There is no clear starting place, no widespread agreement about where one must
begin.6 This is unsurprising, and in fact, as it should be. As a second-order discipline,
what unites metaethics is a recognition of the need to interrogate the starting places of,
along with the support for, first-order theory. If there is no agreement about where one
must begin – no necessity or first principle ‘natural’ to the methods of metaethics – how
should we decide what to do in the case of particularism and generalism? My approach
here will be to compare starting points, seeking an order of explanation that allows us to
make progress.
2. Reasons First
5

This may sound near to tautological, but I don’t think that it is. For some domains, we may discover that a
practical investigation reveals that anything goes. In the moral domain, a practical investigation reveals an
apparent reliance on shared practices. The question, then, is whether such practices are structured or
constituted by reliance on principles, and whether they are defensible.
6 It is worth noting that most people working in this area do think that we need to explain both reasons and
practices, but the priority question remains important because it brings some considerations into the
forefront and pushes others into the background, or even out of the picture. A parallel sort of division
occurs in the early 20th century debates about cognitivism and non-cognitivism – whether the frame is set to
start first with ontological or with semantic considerations bears in important ways on how the truthaptness of a moral judgment is construed.
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Let us begin with reasons. A unifying feature of particularist views is a claim about the
nature of reasons, which particularists say are all variant. What can be a reason to act in
one situation is no reason to act, or is even a reason not to act, in another situation.
Because reasons have this variability, the basis of moral reasoning is not well expressed
in general principles, which cannot be rendered appropriately sensitive to the
changeability of how reasons stand. Rather than focusing on the development or
elucidation of principles for conduct, particularists urge us to work directly with the
reasons themselves.
Generalists who agree that starting with reasons is an effective avenue can present
an alternative account of the nature of reasons, by arguing that moral reasons can be
distinguished as categorical or invariant. Then it is precisely this invariance that allows us
to pick out moral reasons as a distinct class within the broader family of practical
reasons.7 From invariant reasons, suitable action-guiding principles can be generated.
2.1

The Reasons-First Argument for Particularism

The reasons-first approach reveals particularism’s most compelling feature. At bottom,
particularism directs us to consider carefully the fine-grained features of morally
problematic situations. It tells us that when the time is right for reasoning, we must
reason well, attending to what makes this case here and now a problematic one.
However, this approach also generates serious problems for the particularist. I
consider two. The first is that the particularist must find a way to move from her theory of
reasons to the apparent existence of moral generalities. If all reasons truly are variant,
why are such generalities observed?
One possible response would be to deny that the observations in question really
are observations of generalities. It could be the case that observers infer the presence of
unifying features that could anchor a judgment of generality, but do so only because they
have failed to adequately discern the true shapelessness of the situation. This would
generate a kind of error theory about our appeal to principles: if there were generalities,
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we could successfully generate principles on the basis of them. But there aren’t, so we
can’t, and to believe that our use of general principles rests on invariant reasons is
therefore an error. This tack is one that particularists do take. As Little has put it, ‘the real
lesson of particularism is to understand that there is reason to doubt the existence of any
codifiable generalities’ (Little 2000, 288).
But before we assume that this commits the particularist to a radically revisionary
program, we should note that this metaphysical commitment rooted in holism about
reasons does not stop the particularist from allowing that ‘moral generalities play an
indispensable role beyond admittedly important heuristic and pedagogic functions’. For
she can still consistently admit that there are ‘aspects of our moral epistemic lives that
necessary look beyond the particular to invoke moral patterns, indeed law-like patterns,
to carry justificatory weight’ (Little 2000, 278). This qualification respects the fact that
certain moral reasons, in our assessment of how reasons stand, very often seem to be both
acting as reasons and to have predominantly one valence rather than the other.
The way that particularists explain their allowance of appeal to law-like patterns
is by developing accounts of ‘default’ reasons. This mechanism is meant to account for
the weight given to moral generalities in our reasoning, while nonetheless preserving the
variability of each and every moral reason. The impressions of generality arise from
tracking a moral reason’s default valence. This may lead one to wonder why, if reasons
have such stable default valences, we should resist constructing principles – either
defeasible exception-laden moral principles, or perhaps fine-grained moral principles that
capture both the default and the exceptions where other features, or other reasons, cause
the default valence to be reversed. To understand the particularist’s refusal to go this way,
it will help to consider two sample accounts of how default reasons are thought to
operate.
One of these accounts comes from Dancy. On his view, what it is to be a reason
for action ‘is to stand in a certain relation to action, and the relation at issue is that of
favouring’ (Dancy 2004, 29). There are no invariant reasons – no reasons that always
stand in the relation of favouring. While only reasons can stand in favour of doing an
action, but other features are relevant: in addition to favouring/disfavouring,
enabling/disabling and intensifying/attenuating are also ‘forms of relevance’ determining
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how the balance of features in a moral situation stand (Dancy 2004: 42). In specific
arrangements, the intrinsic worth of the moral reasons themselves change. Thus, there is
some situation where that an act is just is a reason not to do it, that a behaviour is abusive
is a reason to perform it, and so on.8
If ‘there is nothing constant in the realm of value’, then ‘If one wants to know
whether some feature is of value here, one cannot get one’s answer by looking at how it
behaves elsewhere’ (Dancy 2004, 184). And yet some reasons are surprisingly stable.
Dancy accounts for this by introducing default values:
The moderate form of holism allows the possibility of what we might call “default
value”. By this I mean that it can accept a distinction between those features that
bring no value to the situation, though once there they acquire a value that they
can contribute to the whole, and those features that bring a value with them,
though once they are there that initial value can be wiped out, or even reversed,
by other features of the situation. (Dancy 2004, 185)9
Some reasons have default values such that they come into any moral situation switched
on (where ‘on’ just means ‘carrying a value’, positive or negative). Other reasons lack
any default value prior to inclusion in a situation. Once we know which reasons have
default values and which don’t, we have a starting place: ‘with default
values…rationality has something rule-like to work from…one is not reduced to starting
from scratch again each time’ (Dancy 2004, 185).
But it quickly becomes clear that the ‘default’ in Dancy’s default values does not
signify what one might naturally be inclined to think it does. His default value is ‘nothing

8 In a discussion of justice that he himself calls ‘a bit thin’, Dancy offers the following: ‘We can retain at
least part of our sense that the justness of an action functions as a reason very differently from more
ordinary reasons by saying that it is a default reason. But to be a default reason is not to be an invariant
reason. So there might be no true principle of justice; all that is true is that where the justness of an action
counts in favour of doing it, there is nothing to explain; in that sense, this is what one should expect to
happen. It is only when the justness of the act does not count in favour (or even counts against, if that is
imaginable) that there is something to explain’ (Dancy 2004, 113). Notice that this retention can be secured
only in the notion of a default reason is workable; if it is not, how one can secure what one should expect –
in other words, the function of prediction on which Hooker is focused – is left murky. He later hypothesizes
that ‘the role of justice as a reason can vary according to context’– and even if it did not, and thus had an
‘invariant normative role as a reason-giver’, we would have no reason to think that there are many (or any)
other such concepts (Dancy 2004, 121).
9 This is a feature, on his account, of ‘moderate’ holism – so perhaps a concession he actually thinks better
off not made.
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like an unvarying value.’ Nor is it ‘the same as a normal value – a value that a feature has
in most contexts, or in normal context in some other sense of “normal”.’ Nonetheless, he
maintains that it is only on ‘unusual occasions’ that default values can be overturned
(Dancy 2004, 185-6). So default values are as variable as all other values in the holistic
scheme of reasons and have no normal value in the sense of any statistical regularity that
would render their contribution predictable, yet they only need to be paid particular
attention in atypical scenarios (which one would be tempted to understand in terms of
deviation from normalcy, if that notion were available).10
Without appeal to normalcy or statistical regularity, it is hard to see how to use
this notion of a default reason to provide the epistemic scaffolding that we have seen
Little describe as available to the particularist. This leads us back to the possibility that
particularist metaphysical commitments undercut any appeal to law-like generality after
all.
But perhaps we should try again – after all, Dancy espouses a fairly extreme
version of particularism. Let’s consider a second particularist account of default value,
from Lance and Little. Like Dancy, they are swift to reject the intuition that a default
value is the statistically prevalent value. What makes the default value a default is instead
that ‘the conditions in which it does hold are particularly revealing of that item’s nature,
or of the broader part of reality in which the item is known.’ Exceptions are to be
understood as ‘carrying a trace’ of the standard case, and the standard case as privileged
in a structural, conceptual, or justificatory sense (Lance & Little 2006, 310).
A key feature of this account of a default value is that it relies upon there being
standards that are not merely constructed, but actually situated in some reality. Given that
Lance and Little are conceding the existence of something like locally identifiable
generalities as the basis of default moral reasons that, in the paradigm case, carry a
particular valence, they have conceded a great deal to the moderate generalist. So why
maintain particularism? Holism about moral reasons is one part of the answer.

10 Darwall offers an interesting alternative, beginning with Dancy’s basic taxonomy, but nonetheless
defending principles. Darwall argues that even if one affirms reasons holism, one must also see that
principles are necessary for the idea of being held accountable: ‘according to morality as accountability,
rules and principles are essential […] for us to be morally accountable to one another, and to ourselves’
(Darwall 2013, 187).

9

Importantly for this paper, so too is resistance to the project of codifying real moral
regularities.
On these views, default values are not the kind of thing to support any principles,
because a reason’s default valence is not its statistically most common valence – and it
would be hard to make sense of a principle that did anything other than track how the
reasons stand most of the time.11 However, neither of the two proposals regarding how
we should understand the default status of default reasons is fully satisfying, leaving a
notable lacuna in the particularist program.
A second problem is that particularism struggles to explain the phenomenology of
moral learning. It seems to us that we learn from the past, especially from events that
were memorable precisely because we experienced some anguish or indecision about
what the right thing to do was. But what could make sense of our impression that we
learn from our past navigations of morally vexed situations, given that the reasons never
stand the same way twice?
Lance and Little suggest that when it comes to moral learning, although
‘discernment forms a more important, and less mysterious, part of the epistemological
repertoire’ than generalists like to admit, the particularist should concede that more is
needed than ‘a huge wallop of Aristotelian mojo’ (Lance & Little 2006: 309). Part of
what is needed are defeasible generalizations – generalizations that “in some way are
meant to capture the nature of the object in question”, despite admitting of exceptions.
Crucially, the exceptions are to be understood by reference to the standard case, and
where the valence of a reason is switched, ‘explanations reside in appropriate relations to
the standard case’ (Lance & Little 2006: 310).
The particularist can thus say that what we learn from our salient past experiences
of morally fraught situations is the default valences of commonly relevant moral reasons
– but as we have already seen, accounting for the default valences of reasons remains a
11

One possibility for a principle that could avoid reliance on regularity in the sense of statistical prevalence
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underwriting exceptionless moral principles – thus, I do not think that the point about generics undermines
the sort of generalist view gestured toward in 3.2.
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challenge. Once we acknowledge that moral generalities are weight-bearing even if not
rooted in a metaphysics of invariant reasons, and make our ability to grasp them central
to our moral reasoning being consistently rational across cases, it seems that we are well
on our way to defeasible, or exception-laden, moral principles. Of course, this will only
work if we develop a satisfying conception of default reasons.
Another possibility is that what we most crucially learn from past experience is
not knowledge that certain reasons typically stand a certain way, but a kind of knowledge
how to engage with morally fraught situations where deliberation and discernment are
required. This way of responding takes particularism resolutely in the Aristotelian
direction: what best explains this particular know-how would seem to be the virtue of
practical wisdom. If the particularist is willing to say that the way to understand moral
learning is as individual moral development – moving toward maturity or excellence in
the individual, rather than toward apprehension of how moral generalities stand in the
world12 – then this option will be attractive.
Of the two projects open to the particularist moving forward with a reasons-first
program, the moral learning project seems more promising. But a caveat is in order here:
if the particularist goes this way, she may be tacitly committing to a first-order normative
theory. While this commitment might be perfectly comfortable in terms of its cohesion
with particularism, it begins to look like we have lost the perspective of a second-order
metaethical theory that stands back from the specific commitments of any normative
theory. If particularism makes sense in light of virtue ethics, rather then the other way
around, we may come to doubt whether the particularist approach can be consistently a
reasons-first approach.
2.2

The Reasons-First Argument for Generalism

How does generalism fare when we engage at the point of the nature of reasons? If I am
right to say that this approach shows particularism’s most compelling feature – despite
problems with its mechanics – it would seem that the generalist is on defense. The key
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maneuvers on the generalist side are to argue for the invariance of moral reasons, and to
argue for the adaptability of principles to respect fine-grained differences between cases.
We have already seen that the particularist argues that all moral reasons are
variant – in fact, Dancy has suggested that to say otherwise would be to posit a mixture of
variability and invariability in the larger category of practical reason would be bizarre,
‘an unholy marriage’ (Dancy 2004, 10). The generalist response is that when we consider
the phenomena, we see that moral reasons are invariant. Thus, moral reasoning may
involve a mixture of variant (practical, non-moral) and invariant (moral) reasons. The
generalist might further respond that the kind of marriage Dancy is put off by is actually a
reasonable description of many well-functioning marriages: somewhat complex,
requiring careful attention, and involving certain principles that stand as chosen
bedrock.13
It is also coherent for the generalist to acknowledge the attractiveness of holism in
some sense – we should hope, perhaps, that inquiry proceeds in the same basic ways
regardless of what the subject matter of the inquiry is. But it may also make sense to
think that against a shared background of certain regulative assumptions that keep inquiry
in its lane, particular inquiries do take their shape in part from their specific subject
matter. Moral reasoning is reasoning, but it is not so odd to think that it tracks reasons
that differ in some respect from the reasons operative in non-moral cases of practical
reasoning.14
Perhaps the most compelling move that the generalist can make is to pump our
intuitions about moral reasons that could be invariant. 15 The most prominent candidate
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See (Heney 2016) for further discussion on this point.
If this seems too imprecise, perhaps it is worth remarking that it is far from clear how to understand
practical reasoning itself, in part because the integration of our theoretical models of reasoning and our
knowledge of psychology is very much a work in progress. Bernard Williams has gone so far as to say that
“There is an essential indeterminacy in what can be counted a rational deliberative process. Practical
reasoning is a heuristic process, and an imaginative one, and there are no fixed boundaries” (Williams 1981
[1980], 110).
15 One way that Hooker does this is by developing a thought experiment comparing a particularist society
with a society of Rossian generalists. It is an interesting case: it could be construed as transcendental or
regulative in character, or as a more direct (but fallible) inference to the best explanation. The
transcendental reading: from deeply embedded practices that rely on the invariance of reasons, one could
posit the invariance of reasons. The regulative reading: the practices of moral reasoning may no sense
without the idea of an invariant moral reason, which is then taken on as a regulative assumption of moral
inquiry. The inference to the best explanation reading: practices of moral reasoning operate as if there are
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for such a reason is justice: that an act would be just is always, without fail, a reason in
favour of performing that act. This is so because of the reason itself, but it has the
beneficial effect of allowing us a measure of predictability in scenarios where justice is
one of the considerations at play: that an act would be just can be counted on to stand in
its favour. As Hooker puts it, the generalist holds the ‘some properties, whenever they are
instantiated, always count morally in favour of an action’; ‘other properties always count
morally against’ (Hooker 2000, 6). That such properties have a fixed moral valence does
not mean that they will always carry the day in all-thing considered judgments – that is,
invariant reasons being stable does not mean that they must be decisive. Thus, that such
reasons sometimes fail to be decisive is no evidence against their carrying the same
valence in every case.
If even one moral reason is shown to be invariant, the mixture of variability and
invariability that a generalist might think characteristic of moral reasoning is established.
That opens up the plausibility of other moral reasons also being invariant, or even all
moral reasons being invariant (and being distinguishable from the broader category of
practical reasons on precisely this point). As for justice, one might think, so too for
compassion and for respectfulness: that an act was compassionate or respectful would
always be a reason in its favour. The same stability would hold for invariant reasons with
a negative valence. That an act was abusive or depraved would always be a reason
against doing it, no matter what else might be said in the description of the situation
where the act is proposed.
Once an argument for invariant reasons is in place, a second tactic for the reasonsfirst generalist is necessary. For invariant reasons seem liable to produce invariant
principles with no flexibility, that can be applied by rote with no need for subtlety or
moral maturity, that show no sensitivity to circumstance. One possibility here is that the
generalist bites the bullet and says something like this: the moral principles derived from
invariant reasons are perfectly rigid, and the common-sense view that exceptions prove
the rule is simply a confusion or a self-serving confabulation. I think that this is to be
avoided if possible. One bites bullets when one must, but it is perhaps unwise to become

invariant reasons, and do a pretty good job; the best explanation of that is that there are actually such
reasons. I say more in 3.2.
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too accustomed to the taste. And rigid principles offer theoretical perspicuity, but at the
cost of ignoring common intuitions about the exception-laden nature of principles. Hands
are not for hitting, except in those exceptional cases where hitting is called for.
A more palatable possibility is that the generalist may argue that invariant reasons
do not necessarily produce inflexible principles. Although invariant, they are not always
decisive. That a reason such as justice always contributes in the same way to one’s all
things considered judgments does not mean that invariant reasons always carry the day.
So the move from the invariance of a reason to an absolute principle is not automatic.
That the justness of an act always favours that act being done does not imply that we
must accept the principle, “always do what is just”. A much more moderate principle is
possible: “always recognize that justice stands in favour of an action, even if an all-things
considered judgment leads us not to perform the action thought to be just”. Principles that
are thus general but not rigid allow the generalist to claim for her own view a measure of
the adaptability in reasoning and sensitivity to context that guided metaethicists toward
working directly with reasons in the first place.
We have seen that the particularist who starts with reasons has a great deal left to
do to make her view plausible. The generalist faces difficulties here, too. Attempts to
pick out invariant reasons may be undermined by the reliance of the actual reasons picked
out as invariant on thick moral concepts that have propriety or impropriety conditions
built in. To say that an act’s being just is an invariant reason in its favour, but perhaps
only because the very meaning of ‘just’ carries connotations of propriety. As a thick
moral concept, justice already includes propriety or to-be-doneness such that judging a
prospective course of action to be just is the same thing as judging that it is what ought to
be done.
I am not sure that this is altogether the generalist’s problem, since justice theorists
tell us that there is more to justice than to-be-doneness, but it could be problematic if it is
the propriety element that secures the apparent invariance. One way for the moderate
generalist to respond would be to say that whenever we deviate from justice, we do it for
reasons that can also be expressed in the form of principles – not because we have ceased
to hold that an action’s being just is a reason to do it, but because we recognize that we
are dealing with the kind of case where some other good predictably trumps justice. The
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particularist response, I suspect, would be that a judgment concerning justice may be not
really picking out the justice of an act as a reason, but rather an apprehension of how the
atomic reasons do stand: that is, justice may be not a reason itself, but a feature of how
reasons relate.
A second difficulty for reasons-first generalism is that attempts to specify
principles in a way that adapts to fine-grained differences between cases may run up
against a problem of practicability. This is because the form of such principles seems
destined to run toward a string of disjunctions, united by the exclusive-“or” such that all
we are saying when we say that a putatively general principle applies is that some one of
a range of possibilities has been instantiated by the reasons in this particular case.16
2.3

Assessment

Can we successfully adjudicate between particularism and generalism on the basis of
current work in the theory of reasons? I think that the answer as it stands is that we
cannot. As we have seen, particularism faces two major obstacles here: the absence of a
compelling account of default reasons and the difficulty of accounting for how we seem
to learn from experience. Generalism is no better off. The construction of adaptable
principles that are sufficiently specific to actually use and the difficulty of how to
demonstrate the invariance of reasons in a way properly rooted in the reasons themselves
are also serious obstacles.
Neither side is without recourse. In fact, much of the current work on the question
concerning principles in metaethics continues to operate at the level of reasons. But when
we begin with reasons, particularism and generalism both offer continued second-order
research programs, rather than answers that might clarify first-order moral theory or
undergird applied ethics. One might object that metaethics isn’t required to offer
clarification or support of that kind. In one sense, this is true: metaethics has its own
desiderata, and need not take its cue from what other domains of ethical theory require.
However, if one thinks that metaethics matters in part because it has the power to clarify
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While this does not look promising from the reasons-first perspective, one can imagine accepting this as a
consequence of the generalist’s preferred metaphysics of reasons without agreeing that it will produce any
problem of practicability. I return to this point in 3.2.
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and support other domains of ethical theory, it would be legitimately concerning that the
reasons-first approach drives further toward abstraction and away from profitable
interconnection with first-order theory and application. While acknowledging that there
may yet be a decisive move made in the reasons terrain, let us switch tracks and see
whether a different approach yields more immediate results.
3

Practice First

Let us consider our other option: engagement at the point of practices. 17 The animating
spirit of such an approach is nicely articulated by Peter Railton in his work on normative
guidance, where he suggests that ‘We should probably try more often to work from the
inside of agents, from their centers of mass as agents and moral beings’ (Railton 2006: 3).
Working ‘from inside’ in the case at hand suggests taking seriously the presence of any
features of our moral practices that seem saliently particularist or generalist.
From another direction, Kate Manne has argued that to understand practical
reasons at all – what makes them practical and how they bear on our choices – requires us
to take seriously the possibility that some reasons come from social practices. Manne
gives a helpful working characterization of social practices: they ‘involve multiple
agents, who coordinate their actions with respect to one another, and who interact in the
process, rather than merely doing things in tandem’ (Manne 2013, 52-3).
Working now from inside, we can try to settle the question this way: are there any
non-negotiable practices characteristic of moral life or moral reasoning, and if so, are
those practices recognizably particularist or generalist? While the reasons-first approach
targets the ontologically basic, the practice-first strategy works from the explanatorily
basic toward the theory that is most credible.18
Part of what is at issue in beginning with practice is the nature of explanation or
justification that can be produced. A critical point is that extant practices are not selfjustifying. Not all existing practices – including those widely held – are even defensible,

17 The practice-first approach, while it may be experiencing a current surge in metaethics, has older roots –
and notably, very strong roots in the pragmatist tradition, which is united by a commitment to the primacy
of practice (Putnam 1995, 52).
18 My thinking about this point in terms of fundamental vs. non-fundamental features, along with the
possibility of focusing on either coherence-first or credibility-first, is sparked by McPherson (2018).
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despite their popularity and persistence. But a practice that cannot be excised from our
shared moral life without doing serious violence to how we reason about moral matters
does not demand metaphysical justification, for it has already achieved vindication of
another kind. This idea of vindicatory explanation comes from David Wiggins, who
articulates it as an alternative to causal explanation (Wiggins, 1990-1). Causal
explanation links cause and effect in a necessary relation; vindicatory explanation affirms
a conclusion as defensible in relation to the alternatives. As Wiggins puts it, when a
belief is vindicated in this way, there is simply ‘nothing else to think’ but that it is true.
We may say that a practice is vindicated if there is ‘nothing else to think’ because it
stands up to the demands of moral life.
Although beginning with practice may require us to think about explanation
differently, it can also help us to refocus us on what it is that we are trying to explain:
how moral reasoning actually proceeds, and how actual moral reasoning might be
improved. Rethinking our explanatory focal point may offer avenues forward.
3.1

The Practice-First Argument for Particularism

A strongly committed reasons-first particularist might simply deny that this is a feasible
starting place at all. She would rather accept the research programs set out in 2.1 than
consider the possibility that beginning with the non-fundamental rather than the
fundamental could offer a path forward. So we should seek the position of the moderate
particularist, who acknowledges what we might call the principled surface of moral
thought and discourse: it seems to us, at least some of the time, as if our own private
deliberations and our public exchanges in the space of reasons move forward on the
fulcrum of principles. Either the particularist must explain how she can secure those
principles, or she must explain them away by showing that they can be neatly excised.
One way to think about how the moderate particularist could take up the practicefirst orientation is by choosing one of the research projects of 2.1 over the other. This
could be done by attempting to give specific principle-laden practices an appropriately
particularist explanation, which would require identifying the highly-stable default
reasons that support those practices. But because the particularist’s notion of default
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reasons is itself in need of defense, this would really return the particularist to the
reasons-first approach.
Alternately, the particularist could set aside the reasons-first project of
constructing a practicable notion of a default reason to explain the presence of principleladen practices, and instead try to explain such practices away – either by excising them
completely or diminishing their importance to moral thought, talk, and practice. A way
forward here would be to choose the other project set out in 2.1, of giving a particularist
account of moral learning.
The particularist could argue that she can still appeal to the mechanism of
learning from experience – indeed, she might insist that her view is preferable to
generalism precisely because it offers the right account of how one learns from moral
experience. In the particularist’s account, learning always begins with specific cases. If
she is the sort of moderate particularist that allows some manner of principle a place on
epistemic grounds despite the lack of metaphysical underpinnings, denying the necessity
of principles means that she regards true moral judgments about specific cases as coming
before the acquisition of principles. We should also expect the principles to be nuanced
and exception-prone, such that they require scrutiny in every situation and cannot be
applied without something akin to an antecedent exercise of discernment.
But this leaves us no further ahead in the deliberative game than if we started
from the reasons themselves. And even if this picture is plausible, we are entitled to ask
whether it meshes with our observations of apparent moral learning. Generalists, of
course, say not. Hooker puts the point forcefully:
I flatly deny that moral knowledge always does start off with judgments about
particular cases. Moral knowledge, for virtually all of us, starts with learning
such general moral truths as that there are moral reasons against hurting others,
harming or taking others’ possessions, breaking one’s promises and lying. [The]
argument that moral principles are epistemologically otiose begins with the
assumption that we do make moral judgments about particular cases before
believing general moral principles, and therefore without recourse to them. I
cannot see what that assumption has going for it, except the backing of such
clever people as Ross…and Dancy. (Hooker 2008, 24)
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The particularist might respond with her own flat denial. But she nonetheless owes an
account of how experience illuminates judgment without recourse to the general.
It seems that the particularist’s account must involve honing a sense or perfecting
an ability, or securing some item of purely ‘local’ knowledge. If she takes the former
route, we wind up with a picture of being a decent moral agent as being analogous to
being a decent guitarist or being capable of batting above the Mendoza line – it is a skill,
but it does not involve any transferable knowledge. But if one thinks that there are true
moral judgments that can be expressed in propositions and thus offered to others as
testimony, we should at least hope that experience of morally freighted situations can
lead to knowledge of some such truths. If the particularist takes the latter route of
suggesting that we attain local knowledge, she will say that we do learn some moral
truths, but they are not the sort of truths we should expect to help us or anyone else in any
future situation. Moral knowledge is not transferable across persons or across situations.
This is an upshot of the commitment to the view that ‘Moral considerations ... are
radically context-dependent’ (Lance & Little 2007, 149).
A third alternative, which I regard as the least attractive option of all, would be
for the particularist to recommend a radically revisionary stance toward our principleladen practices. But it may be that I regard this as unattractive because the practice-first
argument for generalism is a strong one, and allows us to avoid making such a drastic
move.
3.2

The Practice-First Argument for Generalism

Generalists affirm the necessity of moral principles, which we might now reframe as
principles which capture the stable generalities encountered in our shared moral lives. It
seems that they’ve got it easy here – of course we act as if there are moral generalities,
and our practices reflect that, since there are. Case closed, victory lap.
That response, however, is every bit as unappealing as the extreme particularist’s
shrugging and tossing out deeply entrenching habits of recognizing generality. The lazy
generalist response is just as much of a shrug, and a smug shrug to boot. To point to
everyday use of principles as vindication of the everyday use of principles is simply to
refuse to recognize the need for justification. This would be especially problematic if
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second-order considerations are to have any role in informing and improving our firstorder theories – an aspiration that I have suggested provides at least one reason to care
about the particularism-generalism dispute.
What is needed instead is an independent accounting of considerations which
make sense of the presence of moral principles. Here, I offer four such considerations,
one general and three specific: the shared quality of moral life; and within a shared life,
the importance of prediction, adjudication, and education.19 My claim is not that we must
treat these features as schematically important, but that they are actually, discernably,
important to the very idea of morality.
Let me begin with the most general feature, which is perhaps also the most
obvious: moral life is a shared life. This is a problem for the particularist, or at least for
how particularism has been defended so far. As David Bakhurst has pointed out, ‘The
particularist literature…is almost wholly focused on private morality…a phenomenon
that intensifies the suspicion that particularism’s contempt for principles leaves it with
nothing to say about public policy and the law’ (Bakhurst 2007, 138). He further suggests
that this would be a ‘fatal ineptness.’ That fatality is in winding up with a picture of
moral life that simply doesn’t catch anything like the reality.20 In reality, we stand as
moral agents in communities.
Our communities have shared practices, of the kind described by Manne under the
concept of ‘social practice.’ Nor is the presence of such practices particularly mysterious
– as Allan Gibbard has argued, there are features of human beings that simply do place us
in close company (Gibbard 1990). In order for close company to be good company,
checks and balances emerge.21 This observation is not novel, and perhaps no argument
more sophisticated than Aristotle’s pointing out the centrality of the polis in a human life
lived well is needed here. Participating in the discourse characteristic of a shared life
19

I am tempted to also include our aspiration to get things right. Moral thought, moral deliberation, moral
discourse – all of these processes are deeply entangled with cognitive aspirations, and such aspirations
seem to be principled in some sense. It may be that what animates this thought is really cognitivism rather
then generalism. For the idea that what we take ourselves to be doing in a practice partly constitutes the
practice, see Terence Cuneo’s “Saying what we Mean: An Argument Against Expressivism”.
20 For further development of Bakhurst’s complling critique of particularism as failing to offer an
appropriately rich account of the character of our moral lives, see Bakhurst 2013 (which also considers
some ways in which a particularist might respond).
21 As Queen lead guitarist Brian May sings during an unusual turn on lead vocals, “take care of those you
call your own/and keep good company” (“Good Company”; A Night at the Opera, 1975).
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involves placing ourselves under certain norms – norms that we might well conceive of
as constituting the sort of moral architecture the particularist would have us avoid, norms
that might be expressed as the shared principles that organize moral discourse and moral
life.
Within a shared moral life, the codification of moral principles functions in at
least three ways. The first of these is a feature that has been a focal point for generalists
already, and that is the need for prediction. That prediction has featured so prominently in
defenses of generalism should suggest to us that generalists have already tacitly
recognized that the practice-first approach is the most promising way forward.
Do we really need to be able to predict what others will do? Consider Hooker’s
thought experiment, which prompts us to consider what is would be like to make the
choice between living in a society of conscientious particularists or a society of
conscientious Rossian generalists (Hooker 2008). The conclusion he draws is that you
cannot predict what the particularist will do, because she is not responding to stable
reasons – she believes there are none. And this predictability is important ‘in the special
case of choosing between moral theories that are otherwise equally plausible’ not because
it necessarily indicates some underlying metaphysical truth, but because moral life is
shared. We have to get along to go along, and we simply cannot do that when we never
know what the other will do next.
Hooker’s thought experiment should lead us to an additional observation: even if
the two moral metatheories in question really were equally plausible, the particularist
society he describes (albeit briefly) really looks nothing like ours – or anyone’s – at all. If
we do try to imagine a society that does not have any shared belief in ‘general reasons of
fidelity, reparation, gratitude, beneficence, non-maleficence, or even perhaps justice’
(Hooker 2008, 28), we would not imagine anything that approaches actual human
societies, which demonstrate such shared beliefs embodied in forms ranging from codes
of social manners to legal systems. The impetus to be faithful, or to grant reparation for
perceived wrongs, or to show gratitude, or to strive to act justly is not radically
individual, a mere product of what a single person believes morality requires of her in an
isolated context hic et nunc.
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A second feature of our shared moral life is that it involves adjudication. Such
adjudication can involve how reasons stand, but it can also involve assessing compliance
to principles taken as binding, as well as assessing the principled distribution of goods
and resources. When adjudication is directly about reasons, it may be about whether or
not to grant an exception to a principle. Even there, we see that such exceptions
themselves appear to be principled – in part because it is quite predictable when we will
recognize a legitimate exception.
Consider an example: section 7 of the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms
(1982) recognizes individual rights and constrains them nearly in a single breath. Section
7 recognizes the right to ‘life, liberty, and security of the person’, not to be infringed
upon ‘except in accord with the principles of fundamental justice’. The ‘notwithstanding’
clause of the Charter (section 33) delineates conditions under which Parliament may, for
pre-determined timeframes, impose limitations on rights such as the right to liberty.
Section 7 encodes an exception-laden general principle: these rights are protected, except
when they are not; the kinds of conditions where they are not protected are predictable
and themselves principled.
The example of the Canadian Charter helps us to see that adjudication happens in
formal contexts: courts of law and decision-making procedures for the implementation of
public policy. But adjudication also happens in myriad mundane interactions everyday,
and in those everyday interactions, the way forward on issues of compliance or
distribution is by appeal to a principle accepted by all parties involved.
A third feature of our shared moral life is that education occurs, and for shared
life to go well, that education is critical. Generally, it is concerning education that
particularists are most permissive regarding principles, often portraying them as
something akin to the Wittgensteinian ladder that one climbs only to kick away. It is easy
to imagine a case where one educates a young child not only by teaching them a
principle, but specifically by modeling the principle as exceptionless. Consider the
massively popular children’s book, Hands are Not for Hitting. A charming feature of the
book is it positive tone, as it demonstrates what hands are for instead: waving, hugging,
and playing. Now imagine a sequel, Hands are Not for Hitting, Unless…, detailing all the
exceptions to the original principle. This would be a terrible book for toddlers, who are
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perhaps too keenly attuned to the possibility of exceptions to rules. We need not say that
all moral learning advances by reference to strengthening and adjusting our grip on
principles, but a large part of moral education does target our grasp of principles. 22
Further, notice that even if overt reliance on moral principles decreases as a moral
agent matures, this does not mean that that the reliance actually decreases. As Samuel
Scheffler has argued, attention to the role of principles allows us to see how they
‘shape our social and political institutions, educational practices, and processes of
acculturation, and through them the moral sensibilities that enable us to decide
many moral questions without any explicit appeal to principle’ (Scheffler 1992,
47).
If our very ways of thinking become principled, we are careful with exceptions, and seek
their justification in terms that fit with the maintenance of the principle to which we are
making the exception.
These three ways in which we are entangled with principles in a shared moral life
suggest that Scheffler is right in saying that ‘The full story of how moral principles do
and should enter into our individual reflections and social practices is a complicated one,
and there is nothing in the idea of a moral theory that must blind us to this complexity, or
lead us to think that a simpler state of affairs would be preferable’ (Scheffler 1992, 47).
3.3

Assessment
Can we successfully adjudicate between particularism and generalism from the

perspective of the practice-first approach? I think so. As we have seen, this approach
sharpens one of the challenges for particularism, which is explaining our epistemic
reliance on principles and how the role of such principles in moral learning can be
construed as part of a story that is still essentially particularist. Generalism looks a good
deal more promising, though I have urged that the generalist should be wary of a pure
conservatism that just affirms all of the practices that we currently have because we
happen have them. By starting with practice, we avoid an issue that arose for generalism
when we began from reasons – that it could produce unwieldy, useless principles. When
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It is important that it is not merely the strength of our grip that matters – many odious acts are the
downstream result of holding too tight to a principle when it turns out to be exception-laden.
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we consider education and adjudication together, we see that we have no reason to expect
the form of an exception-laden general principle to run out to an infinite disjunction. In
practice, general principles target core observed generalities and a range of salient
exceptions. The way that principles are used in practice produces their patterns of
exception, which are also principled. One may have their Section 7 rights infringed, but
not for any old reason – only for reasons of justice. One may justifiably use their hands
for hitting, but only in a predictable set of contexts.
When we begin with practices, we can turn our focus to important features of our
moral lives, which I have argued are most consistent with and best explained by
generalism – additionally, and importantly, we get a contact point between metaethics
and real life.
4

Results

When we engage at the point of practice, what is at stake in this debate emerges clearly,
and that is our moral architecture. This is an evocative term. We can imagine grand
sweeping buttresses supporting the roads of moral reasoning, and the morally mature
adult teaching the neophyte the rules of those roads. We can imagine keystone principles
anchoring our most important practices, ones which have a shape and strength suitable
for our public space of reasons. We can imagine someone who has lost sight of such
architecture being brought carefully back into shared moral life via scaffolding that builds
up from accepted basic features to governing principles.23 To the extent that the practicefirst argument for generalism begun here succeeds, we have pragmatic vindication of
such architecture.
Little has claimed that its stance toward such architecture is particularism’s sine
qua non: ‘Particularism is deserving of the name, for it insists on the importance of
discernment, highlights our over-reliance on generalities, and views as folly any search
for a moral architecture’ (Little 2000, 304). This is precisely the inverse of practice-first
generalism, which emphasizes the demonstrated practical indispensability of moral
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An example of the kind of case I have in mind is a hostage-negotiation situation. When an agent has
decided to flout the norms about threatening and harming others, bringing that agent to accept that he does
in fact accept them, underneath it all, may be the first step onto shared scaffolding that can be used to
resolve such a situation.
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principles, whether they be – in the metaphysical sense – based on something found or
constructed.24
Our shared moral practices are reliant on principles in a way that cannot easily be
reconciled with the particularist’s disinterest in moral architecture. For the codification of
moral principles, the kind of justification at issue is not that characteristic of originating a
new practice, but of sustaining a practice that we already very much have. As Robert
Talisse has argued, there is a kind of priority of urgency in political philosophy: ‘the first
query to be addressed is the one that we encounter first.’ When it comes to democracy,
[T]his is clearly the sustaining question—we may never face the task of founding
a society, and the question of whether we must obey democratic laws most
commonly arises within the broader concern addressed by the sustaining query.
Perhaps most importantly, the sustaining question is especially salient given the
state of contemporary democracy. (Talisse, forthcoming)
It may seem to be odd to say that there should be a similar priority of urgency in
metaethics – but if we consider the critical role that metaethics plays in assessing firstorder theory and supporting applied ethics, it no longer looks so odd. Metaethics, while
necessarily abstract, need not remain purely in the realm of ideal theory. And one place
for metaethics to make contact with moral life is precisely at the point of principle-laden
practices. Applied ethics, normative ethics, and metaethics meet at the point of principles.
Every generalist affirms that moral architecture is not only helpful but necessary
for moral thought and discourse. Practice-first generalism privileges epistemological
considerations over metaphysical ones. Further, it affirms Otto Neurath’s view that
‘There is no tabula rasa. We are like sailors who have to rebuild their ship on the open
sea, without ever being able to dismantle it in dry-dock and reconstruct it from its best
components’(Neurath 1983 [1932], 92). A savvy sailor will do her best to ensure that
things are shipshape, but if she wants to sail, the boat is non-negotiable. Similarly, a
moral agent should interrogate her practices and her principles, but doing so is working
from the inside of such practices, already armed with such principles.
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Note that practical indispensability does not warrant belief in the truth of such principles, but only
adoption of such principles as guiding or regulative.
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Well-constructed moral architecture respects our observation of moral
generalities, which are encoded in the form of principles and practices that respect the
pressures of moral life as a shared life. Let us not deny the truth in particularism:
discernment matters, and part of what we must discern are the salient features that unify
or differentiate cases. But the truth in generalism also requires recognition: we defensibly
use general moral principles individually; collectively, we defensibly erect and routinely
rely on moral architecture.
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